
A tiny spring peeper contemplates a big world.



Dragonfly Magic

Like most three-year-olds, I believed in mother magic. If  Mom said it was so, I just 
went along with it. Growing up on the lake at the resort offered ample opportunity 
to ask Mom many questions. One fond memory was the day I discovered the little 
dead dragons hanging on the cabin’s foundation. When I asked about them, Mom 
told me they were the left-behind skins dragonflies wore when they lived in the water. 
I never thought too much about how or why a dragonfly could, or even would, be 
able to live in those little crusty casings that were about the size of  my thumb. I just 
accepted it and knew that some smart grown-up scientist who studied bugs would 
know the details. That was good enough for me.

When I was a little older and allowed to explore closer to the water, I often found 
the fragile gray-tan shells clinging to a dock post or tree trunk. Moving slowly and 
carefully, I would pick the hulls from their resting places and give them an extensive 
examination. I was always mindful not to crush the treasures. No dragonfly had ever 
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hurt me, and I knew dragonflies were helpful. They 
lived up to their “mosquito hawk” nickname by eat-
ing many of  the tiny insects each day. From an early 
age, I had reverence for the dragonfly.

Once a resort guest teasingly mentioned that drag-
onflies were just sewing machine needles with wings. 
If  I talked too much, he said, one would come along 
and sew my lips shut. For a long time after that, I 
really wondered if  there was any truth behind people 
referring to dragonflies as darning needles. Less 
daring resort guests had strong concerns regarding 
the ugly and frightening monster-look-alike things 
hanging on their cabins. They even asked if  we could 
please remove them. I thought those people were 
not very brave or nice. I wondered how they could 
ever take fish off  their own hooks and why they were 
vacationing in the north woods if  they did not get 
along with insects.

In school we learned about the transition a dragonfly 
makes from aquatic larva to adult. Conditions have 
to be just right for such a wonder to occur. Depend-
ing on the type of  dragonfly, that moment might be 
any time from a few months to a few years, but they 
are equipped to wait it out. When it is time, the larvae 
leave their water habitat and usually climb onto a 
vertical surface to transform into adults. Apparently, 
they have no uncomfortable teenage years in which 
they experience pimples, being grounded, or needing 

to borrow the car. They magically shift from propel-
ling underwater in prehistoric swim togs to obtaining 
form-fitting flight suits and pilots’ licenses in about an 
hour’s time. Adult dragonflies live a fast life whether 
they want to or not. By the end of  summer, nearly all 
will be dead. 

Through the years, I saw dragonflies drying alongside 
their discarded coverings. I never saw one emerge 
from its larval case, but I hoped that someday I would 
witness the metamorphosis.

One tranquil morning in late May, I headed west off  
the Scenic Highway to Buckman Lake. The spring sun 
made the day feel soft and warm, and I was not in a 
hurry. While unloading the kayak, I sensed something 
wonderful in the air. There was no wind; the water 
was as smooth as a mirror. The air was dry. I scanned 
the shoreline and straight away noticed small ink dots 
on the stems of  cattails and rushes. At first I did not 
think too much about the dots, but later I took a closer 
look and discovered that it was my childhood friends, 
the little dragons, who were responsible. Thousands 
of  dragonflies were preparing to take a life-changing 
action step. The creatures, dark with wetness, did not 
discriminate. They clung to fresh green stocks and old 
brown ones too. Soon their protective coverings would 
dry, becoming brittle and crisp. I knew what was about 
to happen. I was fascinated and eagerly settled in to 
watch the show.
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Of  course, I had forgotten that Mother Nature  
carries a different watch than I do. Things progressed 
more slowly than my tolerance for sitting still allowed, 
so I paddled a bit, slipping in and out of  the foliage 
while constantly monitoring progress. 

When it happened, it happened quickly. At one of  
my checkpoints I saw where the thin larval armor 
had split just behind the head. In a backbend maneu-
ver that would win gold at any summer Olympics, 
the squished-up body of  the dragonfly slowly and 
painstakingly elongated to squeeze through the small 
opening. Then it pushed itself  into an arch until its 
head was at the base of  the shell. The wings unfold-
ed like an origami puzzle coming to life.

Spellbound, I stared—not fully comprehending 
what I had just seen. All around the lake individu-
als were in various stages of  emergence. I paddled 
ahead eager to find another spot to again watch 
and stare—amazed at the perfection of  it all. The 
abdomen would un-kink, straighten out, and become 
round and full—similar to a balloon when it is blown 
up. While the wet wings shimmered and dried, the 
exhausted dragonfly was content to rest in the sun 
and prepare for life above water.

Astonished and amazed, I slowly made my way 
around the lake. Even if  those brand new dragonflies 
had not shared their once-in-a-lifetime performance 
with me that day, I could not have been disappointed 

in Buckman Lake. Along the shoreline were four or 
five beaver lodges in various stages of  disrepair. Some 
were supporting small willow saplings, grasses, or any 
number of  assorted and sundry plants that had found 
sufficient soil to get firm footholds. Through the clear 
water I spotted a snapping turtle resting peacefully 
on the bottom. A busy muskrat wove in and out of  
the cattails. Overhead, a pileated woodpecker flew its 
dippity-do flight. Two wood ducks waddled through 
the trees. A great blue heron waded in the creek that 
flowed into neighboring Marble Lake. I knew how 
fortunate I had been to be in the right place at the 
right time, and I was reminded of  a favorite Mae West 
line: “Too much of  a good thing can be wonderful.”

 

“Too much of a good thing 

can be wonderful.”

– Mae West

Two years later, on the first day of  June, when the 
wind was whipping up white caps and the mercury 
stretched past 80 degrees, I took a trip north and east 
beyond Buckman Lake to Erickson Lake. No one 
came with me that day. I was running on my own time 
and schedule, traveling at an atypically leisurely pace. 

Erickson Lake was at the end of  a rough road that 
required four-wheel drive. It had been a slow year for 
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leaves to emerge, so it was easy for me to find lakes 
just by looking through the woods. I left the truck 
parked at a mud hole that was large enough to float 
the kayak. The air was scented by the fresh smells of  
spring. Drooping yellow bellwort, always coy, hung 
their pretty heads. Perky violets, proudly dressed in 
white, yellow, and purple, decorated the forest floor. 
I did not mind carrying the kayak in the last quarter 
mile. The lake sparkled in the sun, reassuring me that 
it was nearby. Before long, I reached the shore and 
was soon on the water.

I am most open to reflection when I am alone on 
the water in my kayak. There I become a willing 
captive. It is never too easy for me to be still, but 
the rhythmic activity of  paddling naturally lulls me 
into a meditative state. The gentle routine movement 
becomes unconscious at times, inviting thoughts to 
visit through subtle channels. The chipmunk chatter 
in my head all but disappears. I even quit starting and 
making lists. The listening is not just with my ears; 
my way-down-deep-inside secret places pay close 
attention too. I am just being, not wondering about 
motives or explanations or outcomes. Finally, it is 
safe to just let go.

Frequently, I have no idea what it is that I have heard 
or felt, if  anything, until a few days, weeks, months, 
or even years later when a thought, feeling, or idea—
seemingly from nowhere—becomes crystal clear … 

maybe even second nature. By then I have silently 
incorporated a new behavior or belief  into my life. 
The natural world often has that gentle effect. Those 
magic moments can also come and go like the wind.

“I am most open to reflection 

when I am alone on the water 

in my kayak. There I become a 

willing captive.”

 
Comfortably bobbing on the waves and communing 
with God, my reverie was suddenly broken when my 
eye picked up movement on a tree branch. Looking 
more carefully, I caught the bold, bright yellow spot 
on the tip of  a cedar waxwing’s tail. As if  that was 
not enough, something glistened. Squinting, I looked 
hard but did not trust my naked eye. The bird was 
busy, but doing exactly what remained a mystery. 
Pulling out the binoculars, I took in every detail. The 
waxwing had snatched a dragonfly out of  the air and 
was proceeding to devour it. The sun flickered off  the 
dragonfly’s transparent wings as they stuck out of  the 
waxwing’s bill. Then the waxwing caught and ate an-
other dragonfly. Watching it twice made me a believer.



Wow! I had always imagined that my old friends the 
dragonflies were somehow exempt from being eaten. 
Because they were helpers, I figured they must be 
immune from predators. I never considered that they 
were part of  the food chain. Perhaps the food chain 
did not distinguish between food and feeders as dis-
tinctly as I did. I just thought dragonflies died from 
old age or being T-boned by oncoming vehicles.

While kayaking, it is common to find dead or nearly 
dead dragonflies floating on the water’s surface. I 

usually try to rescue them with my paddle, making 
a few failed attempts before successfully depositing 
them on the kayak deck. Sometimes it is just too late. 
But if  they do have any life left in them, they will rest 
a while before taking off. When a curious, or more 
likely tired, dragonfly lands on my arm and rides 
along, it is a pleasant surprise. A select few prefer a 
higher vantage point, perching on my shoulder, hair, 
or even an ear. I never mind. Dragonflies are  
phenomenal friends. And I still believe in magic.
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Thick with ferns … the way ahead is not always easy.



       olf Eyes

Gently nosing the truck over the 

crest of the hill, I smile thinking how 

easy this lake will be to access. Then 

my gaze lands on a mature timber 

wolf standing right where I plan to 

park. I gasp. The black wolf does not 

dash away, but confidently stands its 

ground. A slight shiver races across 

my shoulders. Since I am still in the 

truck and feel taller than the majestic 

creature, I meet its eyes and stare 

back. After surveying the situation, 

the wolf leaves. What brought it to 

this place? When I open the door my 

nose leads me to a pile of decaying 

beaver carcasses, probably dumped 

by a trapper. I keep looking over my 

shoulder all afternoon, but see only 

my shadow.


